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COVER PAGE
Eligibility for Sabbatical
I began teaching full-time at Parkland in August 1995. This is my first sabbatical application.
Requested Workload
Full-semester, no load
My alternate plan is for full-semester, partial load
Statement of Understanding
I understand that I will work for a one-year term immediately following the completion of the sabbatical
Sharing the Results of the Sabbatical
I plan to share the results of my sabbatical with the Board ofTrustees, the PCA, and with my colleagues
in a session in the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, the Natural Sciences newsletter, and
possibly a departmental presentation.
Reguest for Additional Funds
I request $1,000 to fund my travel to Costa Rica and some of my home stay fees.
Professional Responsibilities at Parkland
My primary faculty duties include coordinating and teaching Biology 104, Environmental Biology and
Biology 109, Introduction to Plant Biology, both fully online and on campus.
I serve on several department and college committees, including the PCA Sustainability Committee.
am co-chairing a national conference hosted by the Natural Science department, co-chair a major IF
research project, do outreach activities, and normal duties. I am a co-chair of an IAI panel.

My department chair, Kathy Bruce, is aware of my intention to apply for sabbatical.

Signature of Department Chair of Natural Sciences

Date

Signature of Applicant- Heidi K. Leuszler

Date
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Sun:imary and Specific Goals
I propose moving to Costa Rica for the entirety of Spring 2014 and possibly Summer 2014 semesters in
order to accomplish the following goals:

1) Learn to live more sustainably by moving outside of my country into one in which a culture of
sustainability inherently exists.

2) Investigate what obstacles impede, and what drives people toward more sustainable behaviors.
3) Work or volunteer with a humanitarian organization focused on the social equity aspect of
maintaining ecological balance.

4) Challenge myself personally to do three things:
a.

Learn to speak Spanish.

b.

Work with impoverished peoples.

c.

Live in a foreign country.

Time Line
Oct 2013

Secure work and volunteer positions

Dec 2013

Leave for Costa Rica after finals for Fall 2013 are completed.
Begin intensive Spanish lessons and a home stay with a Costa Rican family arranged
through The lnstituto San Joaqufn de Flores.

Jan 2014
By Feb 2014

Finalize any details of work and volunteer positions.
Be established, hopefully in a smaller community away from the Central Valley and
capital city of San Jose.

Summer 2014

Complete projects and return to Champaign.

Professional and Personal Rationale
Sustainability
I was trained as a research scientist in ecology, a broad field that encompasses the interactions of
organisms and their environment. When I began to teach environmental biology at Parkland eight years
ago, I thought I was well-qualified to teach the course. After the first of eight units, I realized that I was
wrong. Environmental biology has themes and undercurrents of ecology, but it focuses much more on
human systems like cities, transportation, commercial energy, pollution, and depletion of natural
resources. I worked hard to learn the content, but eventually realized that the ecological theme of
sustainability still had to be the foundation of the course. This seemed like an easy thing to establish,
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particularly based on my academic training, but sustainability is a more abstract concept that
encompasses the balance that a system is in. It is not easily definable as a term, but is understandable as
you learn to describe a system or situation. It has taken me many semesters to truly grasp what it
means and what a course in sustainability ought to do, and through a collaborative redesign of the
environmental biology course, I think I've established that foundation well. More recently, I have
enrolled in an Introduction to Sustainability course through the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign
(UIUC) and Coursera. This course has 26,000 students discussing sustainability issues from all over the
world. While I feel confident that I am teaching the concepts and foundation of the discipline well and
accurately, I realize that the majority of my connections in sustainability are academic in nature, and I
need to include a more global perspective to my teaching and learn how sustainability exists in a system
unlike the one I live in to more fully understand it.
Bringing the lessons home
Over the years I have learned what sustainability is and isn't, and I give my students many tools to help
them figure this out for themselves. While teaching the students, I too am always learning and bringing
these lessons home with me. It's one thing to be a teacher of chemistry or general biology; I can go
home and "forget" about what I teach. What I teach is based on environmental responsibility, thus, it
becomes more of a personal challenge. It is difficult to go home after a lesson in energy conservation
and leave the lights on when I exit a room. It would be hypocritical to discuss the values in choosing
paper, plastic or cloth bags for groceries, but not have made my own personal choice. It is irresponsible
to have discussed the toxins in plastic and then let my children drink out of plastic cups. As I have
brought my lessons home, my family and I are learning to live with less impact. We do, however, live in
the United States, the most resource-consuming country in the world. I often see that our culture and
society create barriers to living even more simply, and I find ourselves fighting these obstacles instead of
learning ways to make the transition to a more sustainable lifestyle.
Challenging myself to work in social eguity
Sustainability has three central aspects as shown in the image here:
Environmental health, economic stability, and social equity.
When all of these aspects are in balance, a system is said to be
sustainable. My academic background has focused mostly on
the environmental side of the relationship focusing on natural
areas management and preservation of biodiversity. In
graduate school, I worked on grants from the USDA Native Bee
Lab and Integrated Pest Management program and have had
enough of the economic experience to understand and teach
those basic ideas. I have shied away from the social equity side
of the equation, mostly because it is heart wrenching, but in the past few years I have realized that my
lack of experience in that aspect inhibits my teaching, and some of my interactions with my diverse
students. To learn more, I took a class in Social Entrepreneurship at UIUC and became involved with the
Academy of Entrepreneurial Leadership. I tried to promote social entrepreneurship and activism in the
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classroom by implementing service learning projects in the community. These projects were successful,
but not as much as I desired. I know that I need to "get dirty" and really experience what social inequity
means in the way that I want to present it in class. I need to connect with people who are affected by
unsustainable situations, and see how solutions are devised, and how failures and successes impact the
people. I hope that the personal first-hand stories of my experiences will bring a new dimension to the
social equity aspect, and make me more qualified to ask students to contemplate environmental justice.

The Plan and its Evolution
For me, sustainability is as much part of my professional career as it has become one of my personal
goals. I always strive to make better, more thoughtful and less impactful choices both in my classroom
and in my home. I believe it is an obligation of my role as a parent, my professional career and my
position in our community to do my best, but it takes serious effort to fight the traditional and easy
norms of typical American life and learn new ways to live more simply. One of my students this
semester wrote in her blog, "But wouldn't it be so nice to wake up in the morning and just focus on what

we really need"? She captured the spirit of my sabbatical proposal in this statement .
. Sabbatical is the perfect opportunity for this type of personal and professional growth. When I first
examined opportunities, I turned to the wisdom of local community members who have had similar
goals. The majority of the people who had truly made a concerted effort to simplify their lives, as I want
to do, felt they had to end their careers to make the transition. However, my choice is not to quit the job
I love and leave the students I partially want to make this transition for. Instead, I want the freedom to
explore and learn, and the ability to bring the lessons home to redefine my lifestyle and modify my
classroom and curriculum.
I also looked at places like Sustainable Settings in Colorado (http://sustainablesettings.org/main.html), a
residential ranch where you learn about sustainability by living there for an extended period of time.
Upon investigation, unfortunately, it is not a situation to which I can easily bring my family for several
months.
On a trip to Costa Rica with my husband, I stumbled upon the answer: We stayed with a Costa Rican
family in their urban home, and within the four days, it was inspiring at how much simpler and more
environmentally responsible their lives were: most of their food came from the backyard, their trash can
was a small milk carton, and their daughter had a small basket of toys but was completely entertained.
This way of life was not necessarily theirs because they chose it, but because these are the norms of
their society and culture. For my family to learn to live even more sustainably, we have to get out of our
normal existence and see how to change without being confined by our traditional routine.
Considering where to live, we looked at countries such as Sweden and Germany that are focusing on
renewable energies and making large-scale industrial and cultural
changes toward environmental responsibility. However, since I
would like to work to promote social equity in environmental
systems, a less affluent country seemed more appropriate. For
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decades, the Costa Rican government has promoted sustainable practices and supports well-established
renewable energy systems, sustainable agriculture, responsible solid waste management, and a cultural
mindset of natural resource conservation, Although Costa Rica is the second wealthiest country in
Central America (CIA, PPP adjusted GDP; Wikipedia accessed 2012), it's ecological footprint is about¼ of
that ofthe United States (see image from Ecological Footprints, Tim DeChant) and it is still a poor
country and affords many opportunities to work with disadvantaged families and observe the effects of
poverty, climate change, and lack of education on sustainable behaviors and choices.

As I also intend

to take my family, Costa Rica gives my husband professional opportunities, and is a very safe and familyfriendly country. We also have personal and professional connections there to help us transition more
smoothly and rapidly increase our social capital, especially important over the time frame of a semester.
Living purposefully in Costa Rica will allow more sustainable options to surface and habits to develop
that wouldn't so readily here. Sustainable Settings says of its participants, "Once they have 'arrived,'
which typically takes two to three-months of being here, they learn first of all that they are responsible
for their own learning and that studying at Sustainable Settings is about responding to pattern and a
shift in daily concerns with long range goals in mind." Sustainability is about systems, a way of looking
at the whole. I certainly don't expect to return as the epitome of sustainable living, but I hope to have a
new and better understanding of how the whole can alter daily habits. Living in an entirely new culture
that has an inherent thread of sustainability will help me to discard the embedded notions of
consumption that I have started my adult home in, and I can begin fresh and learn to live in a new way
with new goals in mind.
I want to learn about Costa Rican lifestyles, and communicate with people other than English-speaking
academics and professionals, and my children will likely go to public school, where they speak only
Spanish. Therefore to begin our stay in Costa Rica, we have planned to take intensive Spanish lessons
and stay for at least three weeks in a traditional Costa Rican home, arranged through The lnstituto San
Joaqufn de Flores, an institute that arranges study abroad programs for UIUC, Although we have begun
Spanish lessons for our children already, intensely focusing on the language immediately upon our
arrival will help my whole family transition into our "new lives" more easily. Personally, I am thrilled
(and terrified), to finally live in a Spanish-speaking country and learn the language. Knowing substantial
vocabulary doesn't allow me to relax into the language and speak it. I crave the ability to speak Spanish
as I encounter many Spanish speakers in my classes, at my children's school and in the community.
At the moment, I am more "book smart" then "street smart," and when dealing with case studies and
issues in the classroom, it is important to have a realistic perspective as to what actually takes place on a
day-to-day basis. Part of my time in Costa Rica will be spent employed by or volunteering for
humanitarian organizations that are working toward sustainability. I have not identified specific
opportunities yet, because I don't know whether or not I will get sabbatical, but I have identified several
organizations offering appropriate projects. For example, I could work with the Center of Investigation
for Tropical Beekeeping {CINAT) http://www.cinat.una.ac.cr/ and Costa Rica Apiaries
http://www.costaricaapiaries.com/ researching implementation of a native stingless bee as a European
honey bee alternative, or finding natural solutions to some of the pests plaguing the European honey
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bee throughout Costa Rica. In addition, CINAT is involved in projects to improve social welfare of
disadvantaged families by providing honey bee hives and teaching them to keep bees. All of these
projects are focused on sustainable beekeeping, sustainable agriculture, and improving social equity.
Because my Master's degree research was focused on native bees and the future of pollination services,
I already have knowledge in the field on which to base a project.
Two other groups, Amigos of Costa Rica http://www.amigosofcostarica.org/about-amigos and CR USA
http://www.crusa.cr, work closely together on projects between the United States and Costa Rica, by
"Prompting education as a vehicle for social inclusion," Several of their projects work with impoverished
communities to expand education about water conservation, sanitation, marine species conservation
and protection, and use entrepreneurship as a tool for these sustainability activities. My background in
environmental sciences and entrepreneurship would be the foundation with which to begin these types
of projects.
In the past few years, I have been taking classes and studying sustainable agriculture and using the
techniques on my own hobby farm, as well as discussing them in my classroom. I could capitalize on that
experience through an internship at a sustainable farm such as Finca Luna Nueva
(http://fincalunanuevalodge.com/) in central Costa Rica. They experiment with native crops, polyculture
and organic farming, then educate Central American farmers about the best practices.
These are just a few examples, and if granted sabbatical, I will more rigorously explore and converse
about opportunities to secure practical and appropriate positions that will utilize my existing talents and
skills, challenge me, teach me more about sustainability in the field, and allow me to gain experience in
the social equity aspect of sustainability.
In the Introduction to Sustainability Coursera course, a student posted that he goes to an American
institution that is focused on sustainability, but not all of the students respond and act sustainably
because it isn't promoted outside the institution. I hope to investigate this to both improve my own life
style and develop new ways to entice my own students to consider living more sustainably. What makes
a Costa Rican more apt to live sustainably? Is it a lower per capita income, a lack of access to
alternatives, a higher value placed on conserving natural resources, or laws and enforcement? Through
connections at University of Costa Rica, National University, EARTH University, and the other
experiences I have, I hope to understand what drives Costa Ricans to behave more responsibly, My
hope is that I can then better understand the obstacles that prevent my own path toward sustainability,
as well as those of my diverse students.
Rejuvination
I have been diligently working at Parkland since 1995, and have taken on many creative endeavors that
consume my energy. While part of my intention is to learn more about the foundation of my
curriculum, a short sojourn into personal growth will renew that energy,
I also plan to take a break to tackle another lifelong dream: learning to surf. That alone would be
rejuvenating.

Grateful for the opportunity to travel and experience the world and because peace begins with
the individual, I affirm my personal responsibility and commitment to:
Journey with an open mind and gentle heart
Accept with grace and gratitude the diversity I encounter
Revere and protect the natural environment which sustains all life
Appreciate all cultures I discover
Respect and thank my hosts for their welcome
Offer my hand in friendship to everyone I meet
Support travel services that share these views and act upon them and,
By my spirit, words and actions, encourage others to travel the world in peace

International Institute for Peace Through Tourism

Sabbatical Report
Heidi Leuszler
Spring/Summer 2014

I proposed moving to Costa Rica for the entirety of Spring and Summer 2014 semesters in order to
accomplish the following goals:
1)

Learn to live more sustainably by moving outside of my country into one in which a culture of
sustainability inherently exists.

2)

Investigate what obstacles impede, and what drives people toward more sustainable behaviors.

3)

Work or volunteer with a humanitarian organization focused on the social equity aspect of
maintaining ecological balance.

4)

Challenge myself personally to do three things:
a.

Learn to speak Spanish.

b.

Work with impoverished peoples.

c.

Live in a foreign country.

GOAL 1: Learn to live more sustainably by moving outside of my country into one in which a culture of
sustainability inherently exists.
My husband and I (Ray Meredith, a Spanish professor at Parkland was also granted sabbatical at the
same time I was) planned to take our entire family for the duration of our sabbatical to live in a foreign
country. This experience was a mingling of both professional and personal goals. We hoped to take our
children abroad, and here was a perfect opportunity to do that for an extended period of time. We
needed to choose well: Ray wanted to improve his Spanish and learn first-hand about a Latin American
country, and I wanted to explore sustainable living outside of the United States, preferably in a
developing country. The biggest challenge for us was to decide where to go. Our professional goals were
at the forefront of our choice of countries, but we also needed to be considerate of our children and
personal limits. We settled on Costa Rica for various reasons (both professional and personal). Some
include:
-Spanish-speaking
-High happiness index
-High literacy rate
-Has a strong global reputation for sustainable practices, businesses, and tourism
-Incredibly diverse ecology
-Developing country
-Very different culture than USA
-Safe and family-oriented
-Common basic comforts like running water, sanitation, electricity, and access to schools for our
children

Though small, Costa Rica is incredibly varied. It took several months to decide where to actually live. We
began looking on the coast, but were quickly drawn away because most of the rental homes were
owned by expats living abroad. The Caribbean coast primarily spoke English, and seemed much less of a
"Tican" and Spanish experience for us. Simply looking for a place to live was educational in itself. Seeing

how much of the country, quality of life, culture, and economy was influenced heavily by tourism and
expats living abroad has been brought into my classroom discussions of growth in developing countries.
Moving inland, we looked away from the Central Valley and capital city of San Jose. We have friends
there, and it is an international city. Again, we wanted to
be away from expats and experience Costa Rica. Over
several weeks of searching, we finally settled on a rural
community, Sitio de Mata, about 25 minutes outside of
the town ofTurrialba (see pin in map; Sitio de Mata is to
the east). Located about three hours from San Jose,
Turrialba is a city of commerce, serving as the center of a
mountainous agricultural region. The major crops grown
in the area include sugar cane and coffee, macadamia
nuts, chayote, and other vegetable crops. We found a
rental house owned by a Tican family (Calvo-Rivera) who lived nearby, and the house was typical of the
homes lived in by the whole community, and big enough for the inevitable guests who would visit.
Sitio de Mata has about 1000 permanent residents who live in houses primarily along the main stretch
of dirt road. There is a local bus that runs through the town, and most residents take the bus to get to
Turrialba. There are two small grocery stores, and residents can
arrange to have special or large purchases sent to Sitio de Mata via the
bus. There is a small public school located in the town, which serves
about 80 students from kindergarten through 6th grade. Students who
continue to secondary school and college go to Turrialba.
Through the Calvo-Rivera family, we were able to communicate with
the local elementary school and enroll our two children, ages 9 and 7,
in school. Though there was a bilingual school in Turrialba, and
there were two Spanish schools to teach Spanish to foreigners,
we decided that we would learn more about our community if we interacted with the local public
school. We were grateful for the opportunity to interact with the public
school. Though they had never had foreign students at the school
before, they were very welcoming, accommodating and helpful. Our
children learned Spanish quickly, and could navigate the system easily.
We got to know the teachers and Directora, the "lunch lady", and the
"counselor" well. When we first arrived, we were treated with kindness
by community members, but after we enrolled the children and became
involved with the school, the community opened up to us. They knew
we were serious about interacting with the community and
contributing, and they opened the community up to us. I had expected
that going to school would impact the children, but had not anticipated what putting the children in
school would do for our sabbaticals. Learning about the public school system by being involved in it also
taught us a lot about the Costa Rican government, and educational policies. There was a month-long
teacher's strike while we were there, and we got to hear about this from teachers directly.

Our home was on the Finca Paraiso Natural (Natural Paradise Farm). The Calvo-Riveras, 2 parents, 7
adult children, 2 grandchildren) all lived in separate houses on the property. This created a sort of "host
family" experience for us. We always had local people to help and guide us.
They gave us cooking and dancing lessons, showed us where the local
swimming holes in the river were, and let us
participate in their lives. We watched the eldest
son build his own house, and I was able to learn
valuable things toward my sustainability goals.
Figure 4. Flnca Paraiso
Natural entrance

For example, we discussed the materials the
Figure 5. Our backyard
son purchased and why, the choices he made in swimming hole
designing the shape of the house (ventilation, cooling), he explained how
his septic system worked, and we learned about what the locals consider "necessities" in building a
home.
For us personally, our family made it a goal to live with less. We brought
a few gifts, clothes, school books, medicine, a yoga mat, and some
electronic devices from the USA. It was wonderful to be unburdened by
stuff, to have only what we needed. Interacting with the Calvo-Riveras
was eye-opening. Each family had a tiny home with very little stuff in
each. They had enough furniture, pots, dishes and clothes, but very few
toys, books, photos, and gadgets. The house they lived in was half the
size of the one we rented, yet housed eight people. They cooked one
huge pot of arroz con polio twice a week in an outdoor kitchen and
everyone in the family ate together. They built an entire shed and fixed things in our house out of
materials they had stored. The ingenuity was outstanding. They used everything until it couldn't be used
any more. I felt we really tried not to buy stuff (because we had to carry everything we bought home on
the bus), but it seemed that we still had far more stuff then we needed. As we were leaving, we had a
pile of things to give away: art supplies, clothes we grew out of or overpacked. It took 6 months to learn
that my American expectation of waiting to be invited to their home wasn't their cultural expectation. I
was welcome to just show up. I wish I
had had learned this earlier, and thus
had more of a chance to have day to
day interactions with the CalvoRiveras in their house, and experience
their daily habits. Maybe they didn't
accumulate stuff because they didn't
buy it, or because they threw things
away more liberally than I do.
Figure 6.

our house from the front

Figure 7. Our
backyard

We learned about more sustainable

Figure 8. Unplugged games wlth friends

living through our childrens'
experiences, too. Their friends didn't have many toys, their school playground
was a concrete slab and a couple of swings, most children didn't have bins of art and craft supplies, and

few children had any electronic gadget. Through the children, we learned new games and watched our
children explore the mountainsides rather than sit indoors and play video games. At first our children
were shocked that few had things to help entertain them, but upon returning, they both wished their
American friends didn't depend so much on things and material possessions.

We didn't need to conserve energy because there simply
wasn't that much energy we could use. We spent the
majority of our time outside in covered porches during the
day time so there was no need for lights. In the evening,
there was little electricity use because there were only 3 light
bulbs on the ceiling of the house, and one additional bulb in
every room. The stove was
propane, there was no hot water
other than small electric heaters
on each shower head, and there
was no furnace or air
conditioning. We used the stereo and TV occasionally. Probably the largest
energy use we had was to power our laptops and tablets to Skype family
and friends, and read!
Water was also conserved simply by the nature of our house. We had one tap in each of two bathrooms,
and the kitchen. There was also a tap for the clothes washer. The water came from the mountains, and I
learned a lot about the local water sources. There was a "Water Board" (ASADA) made up of local
community members. Landowners and the water board worked together to voluntarily protect the
water shed. Water was pumped into storage tanks, was tested for quality, and then ran through PVC
pipes all over the mountainside to ensure that every resident of the community had access to the fresh,
mountain water. When the water went out, someone in the community fixed the PVC pipes to
reestablish the water connections. The local understanding that the protection of the watershed is vital
to providing drinking water was surprising to me. In Champaign, I find that few people know where their
water comes from, and the resource is taken for granted. In Sitio de Mata and the surrounding
communities, everyone understood where the water came from and appreciated it. Truly, the water
there was the best of any we had elsewhere in the country.
Food mostly came from locally-operated stores (though Wal mart did have a presence in Turrialba, too),
a local "vegetable truck", and the main farmers market in Turrialba. Few neighbors
seemed to have a garden plot, but the CalvoRiveras used their plot mostly for agrotourism
rather than the family food. Almost every family
had chickens, and they sold their eggs to the small
stores in Sitio de Mata (so we could buy them).
The idea of local produce in Costa Rica is not the
same as ours. One grower we met brought in
coconuts from the Caribbean
Figure 12.
Figure 11. Local farmers' market

Caimltos, yucca
petals, and
bananas from our
yard

coast, which is only 3 hours away. Even at the farmer's market, there were things from the coast. Since
we were in an agricultural setting, most of the fruits and vegetables were what grew in the mountains.
Even though local residents of Sitio de Mata did not have gardens, many foraged in the forest for fruits.
We had several native forest fruit trees in our yard, so we ate guavas and caimitos straight from the
trees, and harvested yucca flowers to cook with eggs. In this way, our community appreciated that
nature could give them food. The Calvo-Riveras had planted coffee and sugar cane for commercial
selling through co-ops, and banana plants on their land for their own consumption. The sons would
bring us huge bunches of bananas and hang them behind our house. We tried to eat them faster than
the birds and squirrels. I introduced the community to things like banana bread and banana fritters
because the locals rarely cooked with bananas.
There was an understanding of air pollution and climate change in the local community. In Sitio de Mata,
the community understood that their water and air was cleaner than down in the valley where Turrialba
was, and I sensed a desire to protect it. I do not know if this would have translated into actually reducing
their driving if they had personal vehicles. The father ofthe Calvo-Riveras had an old car. The parents
used it to go to Turrialba and to drive members of the family occasionally. The oldest son saved his
money, and then decided to build his own house rather than get his own car. Systems were set up to
deal with air pollution. For example, there were two sugar cane
processing plants in the Turrialba region. I was told that each had a
maximum quota of sugar cane they could process each day and that
amount changed daily depending on the air quality. Sometimes, the
pollution was higher near one plant, so that plant's quota would go
down until the pollution diminished. Growers had to pay attention to
which plant was accepting cane each day. Families burned their trash
to heat their homes. This included plastic trash. They also had an
Figure 13. Sugar cane processing plant
exterminator come and spray insecticide in everyone's houses and
the school. I asked many community members questions about the spraying, but I felt there was a lack
of understanding about toxic chemicals and a lack of concern about them. In the middle of the forest,
where there are dengue-carrying mosquitoes and botflies, people felt the need to futilely kill the ants in
completely open-air buildings. I took this as a sign that the Costa Ricans in our community were no more
"sustainable" then Americans. Progress in the control of nature took precedence over working with
nature.
There are no climate change deniers in Sitio de Mata, and climate change science was taught in the
public schools. Locals would chat about climate change-induced droughts, and how agriculture and local
river levels were affected. We visited the Parque Viborana, a small locally-owned serpentarium. There, a
biologist explained the effects climate change was having on the local reptiles, primarily snakes. I had
not been aware of these changes, and now my environmental biology classes know about the research,
too.

GOAL 2: Work or volunteer with a humanitarian organization focused on the social equity aspect of
maintaining ecological balance.
I decided to investigate volunteer opportunities once we got to Sitio de Mata. I explored several
avenues, from a nearby orphanage to ecological study volunteering. Unfortunately, most of the
opportunities did not exist as expected, and most wanted a good
Spanish-speaker. School also became a complication and it wasn't
easy for me to leave for weeks at a time and go to a different
location. I ended up volunteering with the Patronato, the
equivalent of the PTA. Through that volunteer position, I still
learned a great deal more about the community, and was able to
learn about how this small mountain community deals with inequity
among the schoolchildren. This experience helped me fulfill the

Figure 14. The Patronato (without

next goal, as well as make some friends who taught me more about Ray and I)
Costa Rican cooking (we cooked lunch for the school and sold
snacks for fund raising) and culture. I found it enlightening how much care the culture
has for children. At school, we were only allowed to serve meals made from fresh fruits,
vegetables, and meats, We could use a small amount of sugar and salt, but no other
condiments were allowed, When explaining what the
school children eat in the USA, the lunch lady was
horrified. "How do they learn if they eat bad food?",
was her comment, She also related that for Sitio de
Mata, for many children school meals are the only
meals they get because of poverty so it was
important that they be healthy. This attitude raises the social
sustainability of the community as health is a priority. If people are
Figure 15. Local
tacos

healthy, they can be better citizens.

Figure 16. Meat stew, rice and beans
for lunch at school

GOAL 3: Investigate what obstacles impede, and what drives people toward more sustainable
behaviors.
Sustainability can only be reached if there is a balance among the three aspects: social, economic, and
environmental. In my interactions with people in Costa Rica, I looked for evidence of these three aspects
to attempt to assess the sustainability of each system. Of course, my assessments are only based on my
personal observations, but since returning, I have been trying to bring in data when writing case studies
for my classes.
Despite the examples of burning plastic and spraying insecticides, I did get the overall sense that nature
was valued in Sitio de Mata, paralleling the notion that Costa Rica has a more sustainability-oriented
culture. People in Sitio dealt with the lack of resources they have with ingenuity and grace. They didn't
seem to fret about what they don't have, but made do with what they do have. Valuing nature was also
taught in school as part of being a good citizen. But, that doesn't mean the people necessarily behaved
sustainably, other than out of necessity. I think that poverty is one thing that keeps these people more

sustainable, despite such a value present in their culture. If they had more wealth to waste, I think some
people would rush to get more: a bigger house, a car, more things.
One example of the locals understanding the value of nature was in river rafting.
Sitio de Mata is located amidst three large rivers that have been popular for rafting
ecotourism. Many of the men in the community worked as ecotour guides
(including two of the Calvo-Rivera sons). Guides either rafted or led other tours
(ziplining, horseback riding, hiking, etc.). The three rivers provided a lot of work.
Today, international companies have been allowed to build hydroelectric dams on
the Reventazon and the Pejibaye Rivers. The Pacuare River is now the only one in
the region that runs free. The locals tell stories of how the electric companies
promised that b~Jilding a dam would bring more jobs, inexpensive electricity, and
Figure 17. Tko River

still allow for rafting on the Reventazon. The locals supported building the dams.
Today, however, the locals have found that the jobs were mostly taken by skilled

employees from outside the region, the cost of electricity has continued to increase,
and the smaller locally-owned rafting companies can't afford the fees to allow an increase of water to be
released from the dam so they can raft well. Several rafting companies closed, and many people lost
their tourism-based jobs as rafting dwindled. I learned from Tico River, one of the few smaller rafting
companies that is still in business, that three years ago, a company tried to build a dam on the Pacuare
River. The local people made a coalition and fought the building. Together, they had 15,000 signatures
on a petition and this combined with the support of the indigenous peoples who still rely on the
Pacuare, caused the government to place a 20-year moratorium on any dam on the Pacuare. Many
locals I talked to despise the dams and hydroelectric power, and they all felt that letting the rivers run
provided them with the best outcomes: jobs for ecotourism, water for drinking and agriculture, trees for
clean air, fish for eating. They all understand the ecological services and how the social, economic, and
environmental factors associated with a running river can keep their community sustainable, and they
will fight to keep it that way.
I wish I had had more time in Sitio de Mata. My Spanish was just getting to the point where I felt I could
actually converse well, I was meeting more people in the community, and I think a few more months
would have been more productive toward this goal.

GOAL 4: Challenge myself personally to do three things:
a.

Learn to speak Spanish.

I took a two-week intensive Spanish course at AEC Spanish School in Turrialba in January. I learned that I
remembered a lot of Spanish vocabulary, but needed to push myself to relax and speak. Over the
months, I did get more comfortable, and a neighbor told me she could understand me better toward the
end of our trip. It was a good experience, though, to communicate without being able to truly express
myself.

b.

Work with impoverished peoples.

I learned through the Patronato that many in our community were impoverished, but it was not obvious
because the social systems in Costa Rica are strong, and the community of Sitio de Mata made sure that
every person had a roof over their head, food, and clothing. We were able to spend a little time in
Granada, Nicaragua and Bocas del Toro, Panama, and it was striking how obvious the poverty was in
these places compared to Sitio de Mata. Social equity is one of the tenants of a sustainable system, and I
was fortunate to be able to interact with the social systems through the Patronato.
c.

Live in a foreign country.

We did this. At times it was extremely difficult, and at times extremely rewarding. We did our best to
live like the locals did: using the bus system, eating local dishes, learning the local flora and fauna. We
had our favorite restaurants, knew tricks only locals knew, and felt comfortable asking our neighbors for
help. Though 6 months is not a very long time, we truly felt we established a home in Sitio de Mata.
FINALE

We spent 6 months in our "home stay" situation in Sitio de Mata (including a week in Granada, and two
weeks in Bocas del Toro). The last month of our trip, we decided to roam around Costa Rica: we rented a
car for two weeks to travel around Costa Rica to some of the popular tourist destinations, and spent two
weeks in Playa Grande, a very isolated beach town. Through these travels, I learned a bit more about
Costa Rica, and we also learned that we had chosen the Sitio de Mata community well. It was a perfect
place to explore sustainability in Costa Rica.
Honestly it is difficult to put into words what I got out of this sabbatical to
Costa Rica and to summarize in a short report. With the aid of resources, I've
come up with 3 things that the sabbatical has done for me. They are a
synergy of professional and personal growth, because I happen to love what
I teach here at Parkland.
Travel & Experience the World

I tell my students all the time that my preference would be to put them on a
plane and drop them around the world to learn about the systems that run
our societies and economies. Experiencing the world is the best way to
learn about it, and learn about yourself because it gets you out of your
comfort zone and challenges you. Education is nothing if it is not
challenging, and I am and always will be a life long learner.
I teach environmental science and I was able to experience life in a country that has a focus on
sustainability, protecting natural resources, supporting ecotourism, and promoting renewable
energy.
I've seen the hardship, resourcefulness, and innovation that comes in a life without access to resources
in a developing country. What I learned at the country, regional, and local levels can be brought into my

classroom. In fact, I've already brought information in and plan to add more formal case studies to the
curriculum from some of the experiences I had.

Family Time

We were blessed to be able to have an incredible family experience that, as my son puts it, was "life
changing" for all of us.

Putting the kids in public school and joining the Patronato provided us access into the community. Our
neighbors knew we were serious about participating and learning about how they live and we were
welcomed without reserve .. For my course, I was able to learn first-hand what school children are taught
in Costa Rica, and see how sustainability was viewed by them, teachers and staff. What lessons are
learned in the classroom that they then carry with them for their lives?

Reconnect with Your Passion
1) I can now say I've lived both in a developing country and in Central America, improved my
Spanish, and I got up on a surfboard.
2)

I learned as much as I could about the systems I teach about in my course, and I have written
several case studies to use. Learning all of this by interacting with the people of Costa Rica gives
me a unique perspective and knowledge with which to teach my students.

Experiencing the world through other cultures reminds me to appreciate the diversity of peoples while
at the same time remembering that the world is small and we all desire clean air, clean water, and the
ability to provide for our children.
I grew and learned, I was infected with Costa Rica's Pura Vida, and I returned to Parkland with a
calmness, more purpose, health and vigor that I had before I left.
Thank you for this opportunity.

